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Christ himself through the apostle Peter, and main-
tained by his successors, the Bishops of Rome, as
the visible vice-regents of the Almighty upon earth.
The society constituted by it is not limited by the
boundaries of nations, but embraces the whole body
of believers, wherever found.    Absolute obedience
is due to it by every member, from the king to the
peasant, and even by the  corporate nationalities
which profess the Catholic faith.   It claims an em-
pire not only over the minds and consciences, but
also over the actions of men, and if it has failed to
assert authority over all their actions it is because
reason or policy has advised the abstention.   It need
not be said that pretensions like these can have no
limitation except such as  are self-imposed.    The
Divine authority must necessarily be absolute and
supreme  over   all  merely  human  power.     These
claims on the part of the Church have never been
wholly acceded to in any nation except the Papal
States of Italy before the abrogation of the temporal
power of the Popes; but they were at an early period
admitted to a considerable extent.    The conduct of
the clergy, the regulation of church property, the
administration of the personal property of deced-
ents,   marriage   and   divorce,   the  punishment  of
heresy, etc., were conceded to the jurisdiction of the
spiritual courts, and many traces of this concession
are still to be found in the jurisprudence of England
and even of the United States.   The legislative au-
thority included within these claims is vested in the
supreme pontiff and the general councils of the
Church, and by its exercise from time to time, a